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On April 21, representatives of three human rights organizations testified on Chilean abuses before
a joint hearing of the House Subcommittee on Human Rights and International Operations and
the Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs. Cynthia Brown of Americas Watch presented
a summary of human rights violations by the Chilean government, and on the dubious "fairness"
of the upcoming president plebiscite. In a written statement, Brown pointed out violations such
as arbitrary arrests, torture, assassinations, disappearances and death threats. Later this year,
Chileans will vote for or against a single "candidate" to head the governing military junta. Led
by Gen. Augusto Pinochet, the military deposed elected President Salvador Allende in 1973;
Pinochet has ruled for the past 15 years. Similar violations were discussed by Amnesty International
and the International Pro-Human Rights Legal Group. Also mentioned were forced exile, unjust
judicial decisions based on politics, and harassment of human rights activists and members
of the political opposition. Amnesty denounced the activities of "certain clandestine forces,"
believed to be linked to the armed forces, that regularly engage in threatening, kidnapping and
physically abusing individuals and groups expressing reservations regarding the impartiality of
the plebiscite, and the electoral process in genreal. For Americas Watch, a plebiscite consisting of
only one candidate is inherently unjust. This organization also emphasized that in Chile, a series
of obstacles impede freedom of expression and the effective exercise of political rights by the
opposition. According to the Legal Group, the plebiscite does not comply with international norms
or Chile's obligations as signatory to the International Accord on Civil and Political Rights. However,
this organization cautioned that for some Chileans, the plebiscite represents an opportunity to
mobilize the population toward establishing a movement for democracy. Thus, the plebiscite may
be perceived as the first step, albeit imperfect, for a return to democratic government in Chile.
The Legal Group declared that if the "Chilean people" support the plebiscite, then its members
must follow suit. Summarized below are criticisms of the Chilean government mentioned by the
three groups: * Numerous obstacles must be overcome by voters seeking to register as voters,
and by organizations attempting to obtain legal authorization for establishing a political party. *
Political parties enjoy only limited freedom to meet. Under Article 8 of the Chilean Constitution,
certain parties are wholly excluded from the political process. * The plebiscite offers only one
"limited political selection," i.e., a yes-or-no vote on a candidate to be selected by the military
junta, whom Chileans expect will be Pinochet. If the candidate receives a majority of yes votes, he
will rule as the elected president of Chile until 1997. * The Chilean people have no participation
in the selection of the single candidate for the plebiscite. * The opposition has minimum or nonexistent access to television, which is controlled by the government. [Ed. notes: According to the
anti-government Chilean Human Rights Commission, in 1987 there were 1,808 reports of people
threatened, 129 victims of kidnappings, 106 cases of torture, 46 politically motivated murders, and
five disappearances. Opposition parties supporting a "no" vote in the plebiscite are experiencing
great difficulties in registering their voters. Each person who wants to vote must first obtain a
new ID card at a cost of 390 pesos, more than a day's minimum wage. For residents of outlying
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barrios in Santiago, for instance, obtaining a new ID card means two trips downtown, with the
added expense of 200 pesos for transportation. Since all Chileans are required to carry an identity
card, the government could have declared that the card means they are automatically registered
to vote. Instead, the regime decided to start the process from scratch, which translates to a major
obstacle for the opposition. The pro- Pinochet party, National Advance, pays people to sign up as
party members, and promises free ID cards and assistance with housing and health care. By March,
52% of Chilean adults had registered to vote. The highest registration rates are in small towns and
rural areas where support for Pinochet is greatest. Other obstacles are summarized below: For the
last 15 years, an opposition politician has not appeared in a TV advertisement or on a news show.
Chile's 355 mayors, all appointed by the Pinochet regime, were presented with a Civic Action Plan
instructing them to "favor, within ethical criteria, political friends, and make political enemies feel
the weight of the government." According to court rulings, registration drives are legal. Opposition
volunteers, however, are arrested anyway. In November, 400 opposition volunteers were arrested in
one day. Legalization of a political party requires the submission of 33,500 signatures. For many leftwing parties, turning a list of their members over to the government represents collective suicide. As
a result, these parties will be unable to send people to monitor the voting tables toward prevention
of election-day fraud. (Basic data from Tina Rosenberg, "Chile, Once So Proud," Mother Jones, May
1988)]

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

